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Abstract

Could serial killing be addictive? Although scholars have discussed this possibility 

before, it has not been rigorously tested. The present study closely examines Jeffrey 

Dahmer’s statements and behavior to assess whether they fit the American Psychiatric 

Association’s definition and criteria for addiction. Findings suggest that Dahmer’s 

actions were consistent with a strong behavioral addiction, and that their escalation in 

frequency and severity over time—despite growing risks to the “user”—constitute a 

textbook example of an addict’s efforts to increase doses or dosage to maintain a 

neurochemical “high.” If serial killing and the experiences associated with it (e.g., 

fulfillment of sexual paraphilias, desires for control, etc.) can be addictive, that could 

have important implications for how we understand other potentially addictive crimes—

like those committed by kleptomaniacs, pyromaniacs, and serial sexual offenders. 

However, this would not excuse or justify offenders’ behavior, and legal precedent 

suggests they would still bear full criminal responsibility for their actions.

Introduction

Could serial killing be addictive—at least for some offenders? If so, this would 

obviously be a much rarer and more extreme form of addiction than other behavioral 

or “process” addictions, such as gambling, shopping, or video-game playing. However, 

any behavior could potentially become addictive to some people, depending on their 

specific traits and desires—if it has a powerful effect on the pleasure centers of their 

brain (Alavi et al., 2012; Grant et al., 2016).

Even if serial killing can be addictive, that would still not excuse or justify the crimes 

of anyone who commits it. Addiction appears more common among people with low 

levels of self-control (Moffitt et al., 2011), so if serial killers had properly controlled 

their early criminal urges, their obsession may never have taken hold. Legal precedent 

also suggests that addiction does not negate criminal responsibility for one’s actions 

while under the influence (Bonnie, 2002; Morse, 2006). However, analyzing serial 

killers through the lens of addiction—without excusing them—may yield new insights 

about their psychology and behavior.

The present study will conduct a close examination of notorious serial killer Jeffrey 

Dahmer to assess whether he may have been essentially “addicted” to serial killing and 

the experiences he gained from it (e.g., fulfillment of sexual paraphilias, desires for 

control, etc.). Although Dahmer’s own explanations for his actions centered around 
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themes of obsession and compulsion (Nichols, 2006), they may not have been fully 

understood at the time. Dahmer killed from 1978 to 1991, was convicted and 

sentenced in 1992, and was murdered by a fellow inmate in 1994. Since then, the 

American Psychiatric Association’s Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental 

Disorders [DSM] has gone through multiple revisions with potential relevance to 

Dahmer, including formally recognizing that behavioral addictions are similar to 

substance addictions (Moran, 2013; Potenza, 2014). The DSM-5 now provides specific 

diagnostic criteria for gambling disorders, and as more evidence is gathered, criteria 

could be added for addictions related to sex, eating, exercise, shopping, video-game 

playing, and social media use (Potenza, 2014). According to functional brain scans, 

some substance addictions and behavioral addictions have shown similar effects on the 

brain (Moran, 2013).

The advantage of focusing on Dahmer’s case is that it allows for a close, in depth 

examination of his relevant statements and behavior, which is the best way to assess 

him now that he is deceased. The disadvantage is that even if Dahmer is found to have 

been addicted to serial killing, this study will not be able to estimate the overall 

frequency of such addictions among this offender type. However, because the 

possibility that serial killers could be addicted to their crimes appears to have received 

only cursory discussion (Gardner, 2018; Griffiths, 2019; Guy, 2020; Taylor, 2014; 

Wolchover, 2012)—not rigorous study—even a single clarifying case would be a new 

contribution to the field. If serial killing could be addictive, that would also have 

implications for how we understand other potentially addictive crimes, and it could 

raise questions about the relevant legal standards for conviction and sentencing of 

those who commit them.

Serial Killing and Addiction

The basic idea that serial killers could be addicted to their crimes is not new, but our 

review of past research could not find any evidence that it has been rigorously studied. 

In some cases, the term “addiction” seems to have been used casually or for dramatic 

effect. For example, Masters’s (1985) book Killing for Company: The Case of Dennis 

Nilson was retitled Killing for Company: The Story of a Man Addicted to Murder when 

it was reprinted in 1993, which may have simply been a marketing strategy designed 

to sell more copies. Similarly, multiple books about serial killer Harold Shipman use 

the phrase “addicted to murder,” but this may reflect Shipman’s large number of 

victims (more than 200), rather than a close examination of his psychology and 

behavior. The doctor who led the official inquiry into Shipman’s case suggested that he 
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may have had an addictive personality (The Irish Times, 2002)—and he did abuse 

prescription drugs (The Guardian, 2000). Ultimately, however, she said she could “shed 

very little light on why Shipman killed his patients” (The Irish Times, 2002). In turn, a 

police detective hypothesized that serial killer Israel Keyes was addicted to killing 

because “he got an immense amount of enjoyment out of it” (Lendon, 2012), but 

addiction requires more than immense enjoyment, so more careful analysis would be 

required to make that determination.

It is important to avoid assuming that just because, by definition, serial killers 

repeatedly engage in unhealthy behavior, their behavior must constitute an addiction. 

Most career criminals, habitual offenders, and multiple recidivists are not addicted to 

any specific type of crime; in fact, their records often include a wide variety of 

offenses, including both property crimes and violent crimes (DeLisi & Piquero, 2011). 

These individuals may repeatedly engage in unhealthy and criminal behavior because 

the same internal or external causes of their crimes persist, such as environmental 

factors, peer pressure, financial motives, lack of empathy for others, and/or poor self-

control (DeLisi & Piquero, 2011; Wilson & Petersilia, 2002). That does not necessarily 

mean that addiction plays a role. Furthermore, there are definitely some serial killers 

who, despite their repeated crimes, do not appear to have been addicted to murder. 

For instance, Dorothea Puente killed at least eight tenants at her boarding house and 

cashed their Social Security checks, but there is no evidence that she had violent urges 

or would have continued to kill if she were rich. Similarly, the FBI has emphasized that 

it is a myth that all “serial killers cannot stop killing,” and has cited multiple examples 

of offenders who ceased killing for more than a decade before they were eventually 

captured, despite receiving no treatment or intervention (Morton & Hilts, 2008).

Official definitions can help clarify exactly what constitutes addiction and how to apply 

this concept to serial killers. As the American Society of Addiction Medicine (2019) 

explains, “People with addiction use substances or engage in behaviors that become 

compulsive and often continue despite harmful consequences.” The American 

Psychiatric Association (2017) further clarifies that people with addiction “have an 

intense focus on using...to the point that it takes over their life” and that they continue 

“even when they know it will cause problems,” such as impaired control over their 

behavior, social problems, serious personal consequences, or withdrawal symptoms. 

Another important thing to watch for is that “Over time, people with addiction build up 

a tolerance, meaning they need larger amounts to feel the effects” (American 

Psychiatric Association [APA], 2017). This often leads to an escalation in the frequency 

and/or severity of their actions.
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Several scholars have observed similar features among serial killers. In particular, the 

compulsive urges of some serial murderers have been observed for decades, and there 

are multiple researchers who believe that when these offenders attempt to stop killing, 

it can cause them to feel increased anxiety, tension, and stress (Kocsis, 2008; Reid, 

2017; Schlesinger, 2004). In a 2012 interview, neuroscientist James Fallon suggested 

that serial killers may be similar to drug addicts because both experience withdrawal 

from their addiction that “builds and builds and then hits a threshold trigger point, 

after which they go on a spree to release that longing” (Wolchover, 2012). Along 

similar lines, in a 2014 interview, clinical psychologist Craig Traub hypothesized that 

Ted Bundy might have been addicted to his crimes and suggested that serial killers 

and addicts may both (1) experiment until they find their preferred high, (2) have 

substitute addictions when they cannot get their preferred high, (3) refuse to accept 

responsibility for their destructive behavior, and (4) engage in cycles of sobriety and 

binges that get worse over time (Taylor, 2014).

More detailed considerations of a possible connection between serial killing and 

addiction come from online commentaries published by Griffiths (2019) and Guy 

(2020). Even though these were not peer-reviewed studies, they did explore relevant 

ideas. For instance, Griffiths (2019) points out that serial killing might be better 

understood as a behavioral addiction if “the act of killing” is analyzed alongside the 

offender’s fantasies of killing and “also include[s] the re-enacting of past kills and the 

keeping of ‘trophies’ from the victims.” This would help explain how people could be 

addicted to serial killing despite not killing every day—they sustain themselves with 

related experiences (Griffiths, 2019). In turn, Guy (2020) adds that although “the idea 

has received relatively little direct attention” (i.e., rigorous study), “If gambling, with 

the thrill of winning, the risk of losing and the knowledge of potential dangers can 

become an all-encompassing addiction, it seems entirely possible that criminal activity 

could be the same…With regards to serial murder, the possibility of addiction playing a 

part for some opens an exciting avenue for understanding such behavior.”

The specific question of whether Dahmer was addicted to serial killing and the 

experiences he gained from it (e.g., fulfillment of sexual paraphilias, desires for 

control, etc.) does not appear to have been rigorously studied in the past, either. 

Previous research has attempted to explain his psychology and behavior by examining 

a wide variety of factors—all of which may have contributed to his crimes because 

there is unlikely to be a single cause. These include Dahmer’s childhood fascination 

with animal bones and corpses (Nichols, 2006; Palermo & Bogaerts, 2015), his 

experiences of neglect and loneliness (Fox & Levin, 2005; Martens & Palermo, 2005), 
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his paraphilias and sexual deviance (Palermo & Bogaerts, 2015), his anger and 

hostility towards others (Jentzen et al., 1994), his maladaptive personality traits 

(Nichols, 2006), and his mental health problems (Palermo & Bogaerts, 2015; Silva et 

al., 2002). Regarding the latter, Dahmer’s responses to the Minnesota Multiphasic 

Personality Inventory (MMPI) and to experts who interviewed him before his trial 

suggest he had “peak elevations on both the Psychopathic Deviate and Schizophrenia 

Scales...and had a mixed personality disorder with sadistic, obsessive, fetishistic, and 

antisocial features” (Palermo & Bogaerts, 2015, pp. 1566-1570). This is all valuable 

information, and yet some scholars believe important questions remain about 

Dahmer’s behavior. For instance, as Nichols (2006, p. 259) summarizes, Dahmer’s 

responses to psychological tests help clarify “some important areas of thought, feeling, 

and attitude in his personality, but these also fail to give a satisfactory account of the 

origins of his crimes.”

It is also worth emphasizing that Dahmer did have a substance addiction. This may 

have run in his family, given that his grandfather was apparently an alcoholic (Nichols, 

2006). Dahmer’s preferred substance was also alcohol: he reportedly started drinking 

beer and hard alcohol as an adolescent and continued to have alcohol problems during 

his military service and afterwards (Jentzen et al., 1994; Palermo & Bogaerts, 2015). 

He also abused certain drugs (Nichols, 2006). None of this is direct evidence that 

Dahmer was addicted to serial killing and his related crimes, but as with serial killer 

Harold Shipman (The Guardian, 2000; The Irish Times, 2002), it may suggest Dahmer 

had an “addictive personality,” or personal vulnerability to addiction, and that he was 

abusing the pleasure centers of his brain from an early age.

Method

The primary goal of the present study was to determine whether sufficient evidence 

exists to suggest that Dahmer’s crimes represent an extreme form of behavioral 

addiction (i.e., if he was actually “addicted” to serial killing and his experiences 

associated with it). To begin, information was compiled from a variety of sources to 

construct a general timeline of Dahmer’s life. His important life events and major 

crimes were identified and sequenced in chronological order.

As noted above, addicts often build up a neurochemical tolerance to their substance or 

behavior of choice and therefore need more and more “doses” to feel the effects, to the 

point where the addiction takes over their lives (APA, 2017). Therefore, if Dahmer was 

addicted to serial killing, one way to document that is by assessing the escalation in 
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frequency of his crimes over time. For this reason, we calculated and logged the 

number of days between each of his murders.

In addition, we also studied the potential escalation in the severity of Dahmer’s 

behaviors over time. To do this, we identified early life events (e.g., dissecting roadkill) 

that might indicate his growing attraction to certain types of pleasure, and also 

tracked the variation in severity of crimes that have been credited to Dahmer, based on 

his actions towards different victims before and after their death. If Dahmer was 

addicted to serial killing and building up a tolerance, as addicts often do, we would 

also expect him to increase his “dosage” by engaging in more extreme behaviors over 

time. To identify Dahmer’s progression and potential escalation, we noted all of his 

significant “firsts” (e.g., first arrest, first murder, first act of cannibalism, etc.).

Because the exact dates for many of these events were not documented, the events 

were sequenced according to developmental period (i.e., early childhood (0-4), mid-

childhood (5-10), adolescence (11-17), early adulthood (18-25), and adulthood (26-34)). 

The details in this table were primarily obtained from information reported in 

Masters’s (1993) biography of Dahmer. This information was checked against the 

arrest records and news articles from Dahmer’s FBI files (Federal Bureau of 

Investigation [FBI], 1991). Other details were obtained from Dahmer’s father’s account 

of what he observed and knew about key events (Dahmer, 1994). Additional 

information and quotes were derived from interviews with Dahmer that took place 

after his trial and conviction (Inside Edition, 1993; Phillips, 1994).

To further study the possibility that Dahmer’s serial killing and related crimes had a 

strong addictive component, we compared the DSM-5’s eleven criteria for Substance 

Use Disorder (APA, 2013) with Dahmer’s known behaviors and statements. Direct 

quotes from interviews with Dahmer were examined to determine whether they fit the 

DSM-5 criteria. In order to be diagnosed with a substance use disorder, one must meet 

two or more of the eleven criteria within a 12-month period (APA, 2013). If someone 

meets two or three, they are diagnosed with a mild substance use disorder; four to five 

met criteria are considered a moderate substance use disorder; and six or more 

criteria are considered a severe substance use disorder.

While these diagnostic criteria were specifically developed for use with substance use 

disorders, rather than behavioral disorders, making this comparison seemed more 

appropriate than evaluating Dahmer according to APA’s criteria for a gambling 

disorder, which are specific to gambling and more difficult to generalize. Given prior 

research on the similarities between substance use disorders and behavioral addiction 
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disorders (Moran, 2013; Potenza, 2014), we would expect Dahmer’s symptoms to be 

similar to those of substance addicts if he was actually addicted to serial killing and 

the associated experiences.

Results

Overall, this study found that Dahmer displayed a pattern of offending that quickly 

accelerated in both frequency and severity, and which appeared to fit the American 

Psychiatric Association's definition and criteria for addiction.

As shown below in Table 1, Dahmer began to act upon his deviant urges around the 

time he graduated from high school. After killing his first victim in 1978, he refrained 

from killing again for nine years (FBI, 1991). In the meantime, he raped at least two 

men stationed with him at his military base, was discharged for his excessive drinking, 

and was arrested three times for disorderly conduct and indecent exposure offenses 

(FBI, 1991). Dahmer began killing again in 1987, and his murder rate increased 

dramatically and continued to escalate until he was arrested in 1991. During this time, 

he murdered 16 boys and young men: one in 1987, two in 1988, one in 1989 (he spent 

most of this year in prison), four in 1990, and eight in 1991 (Masters, 1993). His last 

three murders (and the attempted murder that led to his arrest) occurred only days 

apart (FBI, 1991).

Table 1. Timeline of Dahmer’s Crimes and Life Events

 

Date

 

Event

 

Details

Days Since Previous 

Murder

05/21/60 Birth Born in Milwaukee  

**/**/76 First attack attempt Intended victim did not 

show up

 

06/04/78 Graduated High school Lived alone by this time

06/18/78 1st Murder Victim: Steven Hicks 

(19)

12/29/78 Enlisted in Army Began drinking very 

heavily
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1979-80 Sexual Assaults Assaulted 2 men while 

in the military

 

03/26/81 Discharged Result of his drinking

10/07/81 Arrest 1 Disorderly 

conduct/resisting 

arrest

08/08/82 Arrest 2 Disorderly 

conduct/indecent 

exposure

09/08/86 Arrest 3 Disorderly 

conduct/indecent 

exposure to minors

09/15/87 2nd Murder Victim: Steven Tuomi 

(24)

3376

01/17/88 3rd Murder Victim: James Doxtator 

(14)

124

03/25/88 4th Murder Victim: Richard 

Guerrero (25)

68

**/**/88 Attempted Murder Abandoned plan; 

situation too risky

09/27/88 Arrest 4 Molested a 13-year-old 

boy

03/25/89 5
th

 murder Victim: Anthony Sears 

(24)

365

05/24/89 Sentenced to 8 years Released March, 1990  

05/20/90 6
th

 murder Victim: Raymond Smith 

(33)

421

06/**/90 Attempted Murder Accidentally drugged 

himself
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Regarding the actual content of Dahmer’s crimes, Table 2 highlights the gradual 

progression in the severity of his behaviors. The escalation in severity of Dahmer’s 

actions was very concerning, but also rather gradual, before he began killing. As a 

06/24/90 7
th

 murder Victim: Edward Smith 

(27)

35

09/02/90 8
th

 murder Victim: Ernest Miller 

(24)

70

09/24/90 9
th

 murder Victim: David Thomas 

(23)

22

02/17/91 10
th

 murder Victim: Curtis 

Straughter (18)

146

04/07/91 11
th

 murder Victim: Errol Lindsey 

(19)

49

05/24/91 12
th

 murder Victim: Anthony 

Hughes (31)

47

05/27/91 13
th

 murder Victim: Konerak 

Sinthasomphon (14)

3

06/30/91 14
th

 murder Victim: Matt Turner 

(20)

34

07/07/91 15
th

 murder Victim: Jeremiah 

Weinberger (23)

7

07/15/91 16
th

 murder Victim: Oliver Lacey 

(23)

8

07/19/91 17
th

 murder Victim: Joseph 

Bradehoft (25)

4

07/22/91 Attempted 

murder/Arrest

Victim: Tracey Edwards 

(32) escaped

3

11/28/94 Death/Murder Murdered in jail by 

Christopher Scarver
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child, Dahmer dissected roadkill and progressed to mutilating and displaying dead 

animal corpses in his backyard (Masters, 1993). In early adolescence Dahmer began 

drinking alcohol, and he also began experiencing fantasies about having sex with dead 

bodies. Once his fascination with dead animals was unable to fulfill his deviant desires, 

Dahmer redirected his focus to humans and committed his first successful murder 

shortly after graduating from high school (FBI, 1991). Dahmer then abstained from 

additional murders for nine years, during which time he regularly drugged and raped 

men that he met at bath houses and gay bars, stole a store mannequin to use for 

sexual stimulation, tried to dig up a young man’s coffin from the ground to steal his 

corpse, and reportedly masturbated in front of pair of minors (FBI, 1991; Masters, 

1993). Dahmer appeared to have been trying to divert his urges to kill during this time 

with these substitutive, albeit deviant, acts.

However, none of these crimes seemed to satisfy Dahmer’s obsession, and he reverted 

back to murdering his victims in 1987 after his nearly decade-long hiatus (FBI, 1991; 

Inside Edition, 1993; Phillips, 1994). Dahmer’s escalation in severity of behavior took 

off quickly at this point as his murders became progressively more gruesome in nature. 

For instance, Dahmer had struck his first victim in the head and strangled him, but he 

beat his second victim to death and preserved his skull for continued sexual pleasure 

(Masters, 1993). His third murder was the first documented case of Dahmer attacking 

a minor as well as raping a victim post-mortem (FBI, 1991; Masters, 1993). Dahmer 

first began taking photos of his sixth victim, posing his body in suggestive positions on 

an altar before dismembering him. Dahmer’s murder of his eighth victim led to the 

first time he consumed parts of a corpse, as well as his first time saving an entire 

human skeleton. His eleventh murder was the first occasion on which Dahmer 

experimented on a victim, drilling a hole in his skull and filling it with hydrochloric 

acid. Dahmer’s last four murders occurred within a three-week period and 

demonstrated a marked increase in both frequency and severity. He tried to zombify 

one of these victims by injecting his skull with boiling water. When this was 

unsuccessful, he attempted to extend the amount of time that he spent with his 

victims, using chloroform to keep his sixteenth victim alive and unconscious and then 

keeping his seventeenth victim’s corpse for a few days before disposing of it. Dahmer’s 

final murder attempt occurred when he approached three men and tried to lure them 

to his apartment, which might have been his first multiple murder had this attempt not 

led to his final arrest (Masters, 1993). Thus, a clear intensification in cruelty and 

grotesqueness is evident when examining the content of Dahmer’s crimes over the 

course of his life.
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Table 2. The Escalation in the Content of Dahmer’s Crimes

Sexual/Violent Behavioral Escalation Comments

Early Childhood (0-4)

Marked change in Dahmer’s behavior after his 

double-hernia surgery.

 

He and his father (a chemist) bleached 

connective tissue and hair off of rodents’ corpses 

who had died under their house. Dahmer would 

keep a pail full of bones to use like a rattle, 

which the family called his “fiddlesticks.”

First report of Dahmer getting pleasure from 

something dead.

Mid-Childhood (5-10)

Brought a tadpole to his teacher who gave it to 

another student. Dahmer went to the student’s 

house, poured gasoline in the tadpole’s 

aquarium, and set it on fire.

First report of Dahmer killing an animal.

Dahmer’s father taught him how to 

bleach/preserve chicken bones.

 

Adolescence (11-17)

Took home a fetal pig from school and kept its 

skeleton.

 

Began drinking alcohol (problems with alcohol 

worsened and persisted for the rest of his life).

First report of Dahmer engaging in addictive 

behavior.

Began experiencing fantasies of death and sex; 

was reported to have an abnormally high libido 

for his age.

First report of Dahmer’s sexual pleasure from 

ideas of dead things.

Began gathering roadkill he found near his 

home.

 

Started to dissect, mutilate, and display the 

roadkill he found.
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Neighbors claim to have found impaled frogs, 

cats, and dogs in the woods near Dahmer’s home 

and that he kept bones in his shed next to his 

“pet cemetery.”

 

Dahmer hid with a baseball bat near a jogger’s 

route (whom he had been stalking) and planned 

to kill him, though the man did not take his usual 

route that day.

First report of Dahmer planning murder.

Dahmer was an outcast at school. He became the 

class clown and caused public scenes by 

imitating epileptic seizures or cerebral palsy to 

get attention from his peers.

 

Early Adulthood (18-25)

FIRST MURDER: Hit the victim in the back of 

the head with a dumbbell, strangled him, and 

masturbated on severed head. He then dissected 

and buried his remains.

First murder by Dahmer. First sexual experience 

with a corpse.

Accused of drugging and raping two men while 

in the military.

First sexual assault by Dahmer. First use of 

drugs to incapacitate his victim.

Regularly drugged and raped men he found at 

bath houses and gay bars.

 

Stole a store mannequin and used for sexual 

stimulation.

 

Dahmer read an article about the funeral of an 

18-year-old male and tried to dig up the coffin 

from the ground to steal the corpse, but the soil 

was too hard for him to do so.

First attempt at grave robbing.

Arrested for disorderly conduct. First of Dahmer’s arrests.

Arrested for disorderly conduct/indecent 

exposure.
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Arrested for disorderly conduct/masturbating in 

front of 2 minors.

 

Adulthood (26-34)

SECOND MURDER: Dahmer and his victim 

consensually masturbated each other before 

Dahmer beat victim to death. Dahmer claims he 

was blacked out during the murder. He brought 

the corpse to his grandmother’s house, 

dismembered, and disposed of it, though he kept 

the skull.

First time Dahmer keeps a murder victim’s body 

part for continued sexual pleasure.

THIRD MURDER: Had oral sex with the victim, 

drugged him, strangled him, raped his corpse, 

and dismembered him a week later (retained his 

skull).

First attack by Dahmer on a juvenile.

FOURTH MURDER: Drugged and strangled his 

victim before performing oral sex on him and 

dismembering him the next day (again retaining 

his skull).

 

Dahmer drugged another potential victim in his 

grandmother’s basement, but when she heard 

that he had someone downstairs, he decided not 

to kill the man and dropped off his unconscious 

body at a hospital.

 

Arrested for drugging/molesting a 13-year-old 

boy.

 

FIFTH MURDER: Engaged in supposedly 

consensual oral sex with this victim before 

drugging and strangling him. He kept his skull, 

scalp, and genitals, which were discovered in his 

apartment two years later when he was arrested.

First time Dahmer permanently saves any body 

parts (in this case, head and genitalia) for 

continued pleasure.
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SIXTH MURDER: Drugged and strangled the 

victim, then purchased a polaroid camera and 

took pictures of the victim in suggestive 

positions on an altar before dismembering him. 

He dissolved all of his body parts except for his 

skull, which he kept and displayed next to his 

fifth victim’s.

First time Dahmer takes pictures of his murder 

victim for continued pleasure. First victim 

Dahmer used on his altar.

Dahmer accidentally drugged himself and his 

potential victim escaped after robbing him.

 

SEVENTH MURDER: Had oral sex before the 

victim was drugged, then strangled the victim 

and preserved his skull in the freezer, though 

this did not help it last longer. He also tried 

baking the skull in the oven to dry it out, but it 

exploded.

First time Dahmer tries baking a victim’s skull to 

preserve it for continued pleasure.

 

EIGHTH MURDER: Dahmer only had two 

sleeping pills during this murder, so after 

engaging in oral sex with the victim, he slashed 

his carotid artery. He took photos of the body, 

dismembered it, saved the entire skeleton, 

painted the skull, and ate some of the body parts 

(it is assumed that Dahmer often consumed parts 

of his victims after this point, though this is not 

well-documented).

First cannibalism by Dahmer. First time saving 

the entire human skeleton.

NINTH MURDER: Drugged the victim, then 

realized he wasn’t attracted to him, though he 

felt that he had to kill him because he might be 

angry with him when he realized that he was 

drugged. He strangled him and dismembered the 

body, intentionally retaining no body parts. 

Dahmer did photograph the dismemberment 

process and retained these photographs.

 

Dahmer apparently attempted to lure men to his 

apartment on a minimum of five occasions 

between October 1990 and February 1991.
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TENTH MURDER: Drugged and strangled him, 

dismembered the body, and kept the skull, 

hands, and genitals. He photographed the 

dismemberment process.

 

ELEVENTH MURDER: Drugged him, drilled a 

hole in his skull, and poured hydrochloric acid 

into it. According to Dahmer, the victim awoke 

after this experiment. Dahmer drugged him 

again and strangled him. He decapitated the 

victim, retained his skull, and flayed his body. He 

preserved this victim’s skin for weeks.

First time Dahmer injects a victim with 

hydrochloric acid.

TWELFTH MURDER: Drugged, strangled, and 

left his body on the floor for three days.

 

THIRTEENTH MURDER: Drugged him, 

performed oral sex on him, drilled a hole into his 

skull, and injected hydrochloric acid into his 

frontal lobe. Dahmer left victim in his apartment 

with his previous victim’s corpse and left to go 

drinking. This victim wandered outside and was 

found by passersby who called 911. Dahmer 

convinced officers that victim was his boyfriend, 

and they helped bring victim back up to his 

apartment. Dahmer injected acid into his brain 

to kill him. He dismembered both bodies (taking 

photos of the process) and preserved the skulls.

First time Dahmer is almost caught by police.

FOURTEENTH MURDER: Drugged, strangled, 

and dismembered the victim then placed his 

head and internal organs in plastic bags in the 

freezer and his torso in a large drum.

First report of Dahmer putting his victim’s 

organs in the freezer for continued pleasure.

FIFTEENTH MURDER: Victim was drugged, and 

boiling water was injected through his skull, but 

he lived for two more days (at which point he 

was injected again and died).

First time Dahmer uses boiling water to attempt 

to keep his victim comatose for continued 

pleasure.
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Lastly, the present study found evidence that Dahmer’s statements and behavior seem 

consistent with the American Psychiatric Association’s concept of addiction. Table 3 

lists all eleven criteria for the DSM-5’s Substance Use Disorder, only two of which are 

required for an official diagnosis (APA, 2013). Each criterion is matched with a 

documented behavior of Dahmer’s that indicates he would have likely satisfied it. The 

last column lists direct quotes from Dahmer that provide additional evidence of his 

meeting each criterion (FBI, 1991; Inside Edition, 1991; Phillips, 1994). When the DSM-

5’s criteria are used to assess Dahmer’s extreme type of behavioral addiction, he 

appears to satisfy all eleven. As noted earlier, exhibiting more than six of these 

symptoms suggests the individual has a “severe” addictive disorder (APA, 2013).

SIXTEENTH MURDER: Drugged the victim, but 

Dahmer intended to prolong the amount of time 

that he spent with this victim while he was alive. 

He tried to render him unconscious with 

chloroform, but this was unsuccessful. Dahmer 

strangled and dismembered him. He kept his 

head and heart in the refrigerator and his 

skeleton in the freezer.

First time Dahmer uses chloroform to attempt to 

keep his victim unconscious for continued 

pleasure.

SEVENTEENTH MURDER: Strangled and left 

the victim lying on his bed covered with a sheet 

for 2 days. Dahmer removed the sheets to find 

the head covered in maggots, at which point he 

decapitated the body, cleaned the head, and put 

it in the refrigerator. He acidified this victim’s 

torso along with those of two other victims killed 

within the previous month.

 

Dahmer approached three men and tried to lure 

them to his apartment (perhaps could have 

become his first multiple murder). Only one man 

came with him, but he escaped before he was 

drugged, which led to Dahmer’s capture.

First possible attempt at multiple murder.

Table 3. Comparing Dahmer’s Addictive Behaviors to the DSM-5’s Criteria for Substance 

Use Disorder

DSM-5 Substance Use 

Disorder Criteria

Evidence That Dahmer 

Met These Criteria

Supporting Quotes 

from Dahmer’s Interviews
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1. Taking the substance in 

larger amounts or for longer 

than you’re meant to.

Dahmer stated that his 

obsessions took complete 

control of his life.

“The first killing was not 

planned. I had had fantasies 

about picking up a hitchhiker 

and taking him back to the 

house and having complete 

control and dominance over 

him.…” [but killed him 

anyway].
1

“Once it happened the first 

time, it just seemed like it had 

control of my life from there 

on.”
3

 “One thing led to another. It 

took more and more deviant 

type behaviors to satisfy my 

urges and so it just spiraled out 

of control.”
3

2. Wanting to cut down or stop 

using the substance but not 

managing to.

Dahmer stated that he started 

drinking to suppress his fantasy 

of having sex with a dead body, 

but it did not help. He also tried 

to satisfy his fantasies with 

pornography, masturbation, and 

even religion which all proved 

to be insufficient.

Dahmer stated that prison was 

the best place for him because 

he would go back to killing if 

released.

“I can’t think of anything that 

would have stopped me.”
1

“I tried, tried to stop.”
3

“I tried to overcome the 

thoughts, and it worked for a 

while, but eventually I gave 

in.”
1

“There was no use trying to 

fight it because I couldn’t rid 

myself of it, it was too powerful 

and persistent.”
1

“…I was trying everything…to 

placate the desire without 

having to hurt anybody, but it 

never worked, and one thing led 

to another.”
2
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3. Spending a lot of time 

getting, using, or recovering 

from use of the substance.

Dahmer told investigators that 

he would have continued his 

lifestyle forever if he wasn’t 

caught.

“It was a major part of my 

thinking…my only objective was 

to find the best-looking guy that 

I could. I went to bathhouses, I 

went to bars, shopping malls.”
3

“…it was just to find an 

obsession with the best-looking 

young men I could find.”
1

“Near the end it was once every 

week. Yeah just really got 

completely out of control.”
2

4. Cravings and urges to use 

the substance.

Dahmer described himself 

being trapped in an obsession 

with a need to dominate other 

men.

“They were sexual fantasies 

about control, power, complete 

dominance, uh, they became 

reality.”
1

“At the time, it was almost 

addictive.”
1

“…that’s how strong the 

compulsion was, that’s how 

bizarre the desire was. I wanted 

to keep something of the person 

with me.”
1

5. Not managing to do what you 

should at work, home, or 

school because of substance 

use.

Dahmer was dishonorably 

discharged from the army. He 

later lost his job and was being 

evicted from his apartment near 

the time of his arrest.

N/A
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6. Continuing to use, even when 

it causes problems in 

relationships.

 

Dahmer was repeatedly 

described as a loner without 

any close friends. He also stated 

that even his family did not 

know who he really was. He got 

into an angry confrontation with 

his father after his father asked 

what was in a sealed box (that 

had a victim’s head and genitals 

inside), and Jeffrey refused to 

open it despite repeated 

requests.

“I was extremely selfish. I was 

only thinking of myself, my own 

perverted desires.”
1

“I started in with the alcohol, 

drinking, a lot of solitary 

drinking, and never really had 

any close friendships after that, 

after high school.”
1

“I had to do a lot of lying, a lot 

of covering up, a lot of 

pretending.”
3

7. Giving up important social, 

occupational, or recreational 

activities because of substance 

use.

Dahmer dropped out of college 

after one quarter and had 

difficulty holding employment.

“Going with this compulsion 

was the only thing that gave me 

any satisfaction.”
1

8. Using substances again and 

again, even when it puts you in 

danger.

 

He continued to kill despite 

multiple close encounters with 

law enforcement.

[Regarding police coming to his 

apartment in 1991 after a 

victim escaped, while Dahmer 

had a dead body in the 

bedroom:] 

“It did shock me, but not 

enough to quit, that’s how 

strong the compulsion was.”
1

9. Continuing to use, even when 

you know you have a physical 

or psychological problem that 

could have been caused or 

made worse by the substance.

Dahmer stated that he knew he 

was evil and did not like it, but 

this was not a strong enough 

feeling to make him stop killing.

“The compulsive obsession with 

doing what I was doing 

overpowered any feelings of 

revulsion.”
1

 



CrimRxiv Could Serial Killing Actually be Addictive? A Close Examination of Compulsion and Escalation in the Je�rey Dahmer Case

21

Limitations

This study had several important limitations. First, it could not make separate 

assessments for whether Dahmer was addicted to drugging victims, strangulation, 

assault, murder, masturbation, dismemberment, cannibalism, and all the other 

elements of his crimes. Instead, it contains an overall assessment of Dahmer’s possible 

addiction to serial killing and his associated experiences. It may be that Dahmer did 

not enjoy killing, per se, but instead enjoyed what the killing enabled (Phillips, 1994), 

much like a heroin addict may not enjoy the act of injecting himself, but does enjoy the 

experience that follows. Second, the ideal way to identify addiction is through direct 

psychiatric assessments using diagnostic criteria. Obviously, that is no longer possible 

with Dahmer because he is deceased, so this study performed a close, in depth 

examination of his relevant statements and behavior and compared them to diagnostic 

criteria. Naturally, the latter approach does not allow the researchers to ask an 

10. Needing more of the 

substance to get the effect you 

want (tolerance).

 

Dahmer escalated from 

taxidermy and dissecting 

roadkill to killing and eating 

people. The frequency of his 

killing escalated rapidly after 

1987.

“I started having these 

obsessive thoughts when I was 

about 15 and 16, and they got 

worse and worse.”
1

 “…and experimented with… 

preserving the bones of dogs 

and stuff like that…and whether 

that had anything to do with the 

escalation of the crimes…I don’t 

know.”
1

11. Development of withdrawal 

symptoms, which can be 

relieved by taking more of the 

substance.

Dahmer said that he continued 

to have recurring urges to kill 

while in prison.

“I wish I could say that it just 

left completely, but no. There 

are times when I still do have 

the old compulsions.”
1

“It never completely goes away. 

I’ll probably have to live with it 

for the rest of my life. I wish it 

would go away. I wish there was 

some way to completely get rid 

of the compulsive thoughts, the 

feelings.”
3

1 
Inside Edition, 1993; 

2 
FBI, 1991; 

3 
Phillips, 1994
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individual new questions or obtain new answers, and it is important to use caution 

when making posthumous assessments (Palermo & Bogaerts, 2015). Third, it is 

important to recognize that whenever people are asked about their thoughts or 

motives, they can lie. This is a challenge for both direct and indirect assessments 

(Lankford, 2013). Because Dahmer indicated that he still has the same compulsions 

and would probably keep killing if he were released, however, his statements fit the 

“admission against interest” standard, which suggests that “the lack of incentive to 

make a damaging statement is an indication of the statement’s reliability” (U.S. Legal, 

2020). In other words, Dahmer was not attempting to gain sympathy or leniency when 

he was interviewed, so his statements are more likely to provide an accurate window 

into his thought processes.

Discussion

Dahmer’s Apparent Addiction

Although Dahmer died nearly 20 years before the American Psychiatric Association 

formally recognized that behavioral addictions are similar to substance addictions 

(Moran, 2013; Potenza, 2014), he explicitly stated that his urges were “almost 

addictive” (Inside Edition, 1993). He further noted that he “started having these 

obsessive thoughts when [he] was about 15 and 16, and they got worse and worse” 

and that he “tried to overcome the thoughts, and it worked for a while, but eventually 

[he] gave in” (Inside Edition, 1993). Regarding his first murder’s effects on his 

subsequent urges, Dahmer recalled that “Once it happened the first time, it just 

seemed like it had control of my life from there on” (Phillips, 1994). Dahmer also 

stated that “there was no use trying to fight it because [he] couldn’t rid [himself] of it, 

it was too powerful and persistent” and that “going with this compulsion was the only 

thing that gave [him] any satisfaction” (Inside Edition, 1993). Ultimately, he concluded 

that he “can’t think of anything that would have stopped [him]” (Inside Edition, 1993). 

Even after multiple years of incarceration, Dahmer’s urges remained. “It never 

completely goes away. I’ll probably have to live with it for the rest of my life...I wish 

there was some way to completely get rid of the compulsive thoughts, the feelings,” he 

admitted (Phillips, 1994). Despite seeming clear in retrospect, however, these 

comments may not have been fully understood at the time, because for many years, 

behavioral addictions were not believed to be “real” addictions.

Beyond the evidence from Dahmer’s statements, a variety of overlapping traits can be 

observed between Dahmer and people addicted to substances. For instance, Dahmer 

exhibited the type of self-centered behavior that is a hallmark feature of drug addiction 
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(Gardner, 2018). A drug addict might spend all of his or her money on drugs rather 

than basic necessities for their family. Similarly, for Dahmer, the desire to find another 

victim seemed more important than anything else and appeared to fit the American 

Psychiatric Association’s (2017) description of an addict’s obsession reaching “the 

point that it takes over their life.” Another important similarity that Dahmer shares 

with drug addicts is the “high” that drives them to continue pursuing their specific 

drug, or in Dahmer’s case, his victims. Additionally, the tendency to binge after a 

period of sobriety or abstinence is part of the addiction cycle that is observed in both 

Dahmer and many drug addicts (Gardner, 2018).

Another way that Dahmer compares to some drug addicts is that while he 

experimented with a variety of behaviors in an attempt to satiate his deviant desires 

(like some drug addicts experiment with different substances/amounts to find their 

preferred high), he eventually discovered the one “drug” that he could not stop using. 

For serial killers, a “drug of choice” could be likened to their specific preferences for 

their victims. Dahmer’s specific “drug” was fit, attractive, young men and teenage 

boys (Gardner, 2018, Masters, 1993). Furthermore, Dahmer brought at least one 

victim’s skull to keep in his work locker (FBI, 1991), which echoes the behavior of drug 

addicts who have such strong withdrawal symptoms during the workday that they use 

drugs in the work bathroom or while on their lunch break.

This also suggests that Dahmer’s compulsion and addiction were not necessarily 

rooted in the act of killing itself, because his obsessions, experiences, and rituals 

expanded far beyond that and appear to have brought him significant pleasure. This 

would be consistent with Griffiths’s (2019) hypothesis that serial killing could be a 

behavioral addiction which involves fantasies, trophies, and related experiences, 

despite perpetrators not killing every day.

Moreover, Dahmer also compares to many drug addicts in the actual pattern of his 

crimes. As noted earlier, some serial killers are capable of stopping or slowing down on 

their own (Morton & Hilts, 2008), so they do not necessarily increase their frequency 

of murders. For example, Peter Sutcliffe killed at least one victim annually from 1975 

to 1980, but he killed more times in 1977 than in any subsequent year (Stubbings, 

2020). By contrast, Dahmer’s crimes showed a marked escalation in both frequency 

and severity, as is often the case for drug addicts. For many addicts, as their addiction 

progresses and their tolerance builds, they must take the substance in increased doses 

or dosage (Morse, 2006). Thus, Dahmer’s pattern of offending provides additional 

support for the hypothesis that he was addicted to serial killing.
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Finally, it is important to note that Dahmer experienced multiple significant 

consequences because of his addiction, many of which are also experienced by people 

addicted to substances. For instance, Dahmer lost his job, strained his relationships 

with his friends and family, and had multiple problematic encounters with law 

enforcement—and that was all before he was eventually arrested and charged with 

committing multiple murders (FBI, 1991).

Research Implications

If Dahmer was addicted to serial killing and the related experiences he gained from it, 

that raises many questions that could be explored in future research. For instance, 

overall, what proportion of serial killers are addicted to their crimes? This could be 

quantified from retrospective research that closely examines the motives, statements, 

and behavior of a representative sample of perpetrators. That would be similar to the 

current study, but larger in scale. Another approach would be to conduct prison 

interviews of incarcerated offenders. This would allow for direct psychiatric 

assessments using diagnostic criteria, but it could only be arranged with sufficient 

access to imprisoned serial killers and obviously could not include deceased offenders 

such as Dahmer, Bundy, John Wayne Gacy, or the like. It may turn out that the 

prevalence of addiction varies across subtypes of serial killers. The most common 

motives for these crimes are pleasure/enjoyment and financial gain (Crockett, 2016), 

so perhaps more addicts would be found in the pleasure-seeking group.

It would also be interesting to study other potentially addictive crimes. Data from the 

FBI and several scholars suggest that serial rapists, serial arsonists, and pedophiles all 

attack more frequently than serial killers (Borgeson & Kuehnle, 2012), so perhaps 

some of them are experiencing addictive compulsions as well. Shoplifting, theft, and 

bank robbery might also have addictive elements, given that the risks often exceed the 

gains, and offenders sometimes struggle to stop. The American Psychiatric Association 

(2018) lists pyromania and kleptomania in its category with impulse-control disorders—

not addictive disorders—but specifically states that “People with kleptomania know 

what they are doing is wrong but cannot control the impulse.” That sounds very similar 

to addiction.

Because addiction research continues to advance in important ways, there is also an 

opportunity to apply findings from that field to people with crime addictions. For 

instance, functional brain scans have been used to track neurochemical releases of 

dopamine and serotonin and neural circuitry activity in the reward/salience system, 

striatum, amygdala, ventromedial PFC, and cognitive control system of gambling 
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addicts (Clark et al., 2013). Similar scans of crime-addicted people could help test 

whether they have the same neurological responses. In addition, studies of genes’ 

effects on addictive tendencies (Ducci & Goldman, 2012) might help clarify whether 

certain people inherit a higher risk for crime addictions. Other research could yield 

valuable insights on how addictions typically interact with various mental disorders 

and what the best strategies are to prevent these behaviors from taking hold.

Policy Implications

If some serial killers are addicted to their crimes, it raises questions about whether 

that would increase the likelihood that they are found “not guilty by reason of insanity” 

(NGRI) or otherwise have their criminal responsibility reduced in court. Dahmer’s 

attorneys attempted to use the insanity defense, and failed, but they emphasized 

Dahmer’s sexual paraphilias, not his addiction (O'Meara, 2009)—and as noted earlier, 

scientific understandings of addiction have changed dramatically since then.

The American Psychiatric Association’s (2013) formal recognition of behavioral 

addictive disorders could open the door for some serial offenders to claim they could 

not control their behavior. The question of behavioral control is important because 

some U.S. states will consider defendants legally insane even if they can distinguish 

right from wrong. The key is whether they had an “irresistible impulse” to act or were 

unable to “conform their conduct” (Donohue et al., 2008). Those seem like major 

components of addiction.

However, legal precedent suggests that even if addicted serial offenders technically 

could claim insanity according to the letter of the law, they will not be able to avoid 

criminal responsibility on that basis. When defendants are found “not criminally 

responsible,” it is more often due to cognitive impairment (and inability to distinguish 

right from wrong) than volitional impairment (and inability to conform their conduct) 

(Donohue et al., 2008). In addition, the courts have thus far seemed very hesitant to 

reduce criminal responsibility for people addicted to alcohol or drugs, even if the 

addiction itself was accepted as fact (Bonnie, 2002; Morse, 2006). As Bonnie (2002, p. 

410) points out, there is no precise way to “differentiate between offenders who were 

‘compelled’ by their addictions…and others who could have chosen not to violate the 

law.” Some people do unhealthy things and then stop, of course, so assuming that 

everyone who does not stop was incapable of it would be wildly inaccurate. In addition, 

reducing punishments for drug addicts because of their addictions opens the door for 

serial arsonists, kleptomaniacs, and other repeat offenders with self-control 
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deficiencies to potentially avoid the full consequences of their crimes (Bonnie, 2002; 

Morse, 2006).

Furthermore, even people with strong addictions bear responsibility for becoming 

addicted in the first place, for relapsing after periods of sobriety, and for not turning 

themselves in or asking for help (Bonnie, 2002). Drug addicts often experience denial, 

for example, but many do eventually seek treatment or fundamentally change their 

behavior (Bai, 2011). In addition, despite facing serious legal consequences for 

committing murder, some people who have killed voluntarily choose to call 911 and 

confess what they did (Ramsland, 2019; Resnick, 2007). Some serial killers, such as Ed 

Kemper, have also turned themselves in (Ramsland, 2019). And in a case from the 

1940s, serial killer William Heirens wrote on the mirror at a crime scene, “For 

heaven’s sake catch me before I kill more. I cannot control myself” (Ramsland, 2019). 

At the very least, that was a moral sentiment in a moment of clarity.

By contrast, Dahmer, Bundy, and other serial killers may have been addicted to their 

crimes, but they knew they were breaking the law and could have turned themselves in 

after their first murders. Instead, they preferred to indulge their obsessions and feed 

their compulsions for as long as they could get away with it. As a result, people like 

this should bear full moral and criminal responsibility for their actions. At the same 

time, examining them through the lens of addiction may help us to better understand 

their psychology and behavior—without ever excusing what they did. 
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